







Promoting Soviet Culture in Britain: the History of the Society for Cultural Relations Between the Peoples of the British Commonwealth and the USSR, 1924–45
In the light of archive material made available after the fall of the USSR, recent studies have sought to reconstruct and interpret the history of so-called Fellow Travelling. The focus has often been the masses of visitors who flocked to the USSR during the 1930s, and in particular the intellectuals among them who became spokespeople for the USSR in the West. Studies have also touched upon the history of the friendship and cultural relations societies, of which the British Society for Cultural Relations between the Peoples of the British Commonwealth and the USSR (SCR) was one of the first.​[1]​ These histories of the ‘political tourists’ who went to see the Soviet experiment with their own eyes and of the members of societies friendly towards the USSR have addressed the question of why there was such phenomenal interest in and support for the Soviet experiment at this time. Moving beyond the focus on the psychology of intellectuals, the political and economic influence of the depression, and the response to fascism,​[2]​ they have examined the inducements to fellow travelling supplied by Soviet institutions, principally VOKS (the All-Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries) and the foreign commission of the Writers’ Union, and the interactions between Soviet agencies and Western individuals. With archive material in Russia now available, scholars have sought to uncover the degree of Soviet influence in the manufacture of Western support for the USSR, be it through hosting intellectuals in the USSR, or infiltrating friendship societies established in the West, such as the London-based SCR.
This article focuses on the history of the SCR 1924–45, from its inception to the height of its membership and influence at the end of the war. Bringing together recent studies and new archive material, it seeks to clarify questions about the Society’s origins, and to set it into the context of British society and especially intellectual and fellow travelling circles at the time. It argues that although the SCR was a pro-Soviet organization, its enthusiastic presentation of Soviet culture was not so much the result of Soviet manipulation behind the scenes as a reflection of the enthusiasm for the USSR that active members nurtured for a wide variety of reasons. By recovering the details of the activities and operations of the SCR, it aims to develop understanding of British fellow-travelling and the dissemination of information about Soviet culture in Britain. Although the SCR and the information it provided was pro-Soviet, it was nonetheless a significant source of information in Britain in the inter-war period. The Society facilitated key contacts to be made between Soviet and British specialists in various fields, and furnished liberals with ideas and arguments they brought to bear on debates around issues dear to them. 


The SCR: Origins and Context
The SCR’s own narrative about its inception records the initiative of a group of intellectuals, who in 1924 set about establishing an organisation designed to facilitate contact between institutions and individuals in the fields of culture and science.​[3]​ In May that year, a provisional committee was formed which invited intellectuals and prominent members of society, mostly living in London, to lend their support to the venture, appealing for ‘subscriptions and donations on a larger scale where possible, so as to be able to carry out the objects of the Society more fully and effectively’.​[4]​ Work was done canvassing for members in May and June, before the inaugural meeting of the Society was held in Caxton Hall on 9 July. This meeting was attended by 120 people, a mixture of Russians and English, with several active founding members speaking on Russia after the Revolution: Dr Varvara Nikolaevna Polovtsev spoke on the advances in public health work and provision of schools,​[5]​ Professor Krillof appealed for international intercourse, and Mme. Vengerova spoke on the new literature emerging after the Revolution.  The economist J. A. Hobson, whose work Imperialism had such an important influence on Lenin’s thinking, moved the resolution for the formation of the Society, which was duly passed at the meeting. This narrative has been repeated in various summaries of the history of the SCR, and there is no reason to doubt its veracity.  Yet it does not pinpoint who first put forward the idea of the creating the SCR, and if there was Soviet influence in the process. 
There is no consensus about the initiator of the SCR. Ludmila Stern asserts that ‘it is unclear who created the SCR, or how.’​[6]​ She cites a Soviet-published account of the Society that makes reference to an ‘initsiativnaia gruppa’ (founding group) of British intellectuals who began working towards the establishment of the Society in 1923, but were able to bring their work to fruition only after the Labour victory of 1924.​[7]​ This account seems assured that the initiative to found the Society came from the British and traces precursors of the Society in the shipment of British books to Russia organized by H. G. Wells. In his recent study of Soviet cultural diplomacy, however, Michael David-Fox asserts that the initiative for the establishment of the SCR ‘came not from the British, but from the Soviet aktiv in London’,​[8]​ a group that included Khristian Rakovskii, the Soviet representative in London charged with negotiating with the MacDonald government the terms of the recognition agreement, and Varvara Polovtsevaia [sic], and implies that Polovtsev’s organizing of British intellectuals in the organization of the society was a ‘top-down’ instruction that emanated from Moscow, specifically from Ol’ga Kameneva, who would become the chair of VOKS when it was established in 1925.​[9]​
Whether or not the SCR was first conceived of in Moscow, the society it became was shaped by its active founding members: their profiles are an indication of the influences upon it. Names associated with the establishment of the SCR and its first executive committee include, in alphabetical order: Ashley Dukes, Ruth Fry, L. Gueruss, Margaret Llewellyn-Davies, Henry J. May OBE, Varvara Polovtsev, Catherine Rabinovich, Andrew Rothstein, Zinaida Vengerova, and Leonard Woolf. The mixture of English and Russian members was something that the Society saw as a first principle.​[10]​ Some members were closely associated with Soviet politics while others had no connection to the USSR. Andrew Rothstein, born in England but of Russian parents who belonged to the Bolshevik elite, was a founding member of the British Communist Party in 1920 and closely involved with Moscow; similarly close to Soviet politics was Gueruss, employed at the Embassy in London. The British members, however, were removed from Moscow and the Communist Party of Great Britain: the formidable Margaret Llewellyn-Davies, head of the Women’s Co-operative Guild 1889–1921, shared her background in co-operation with Henry May, Secretary of the Parliamentary Committee of the Co-operative Congress who served on various Government Committees, and with Leonard Woolf, another enthusiast of cooperation who probably became involved in the Society through his friendship with Llewellyn-Davies. The interest in cooperation was an important ingredient in the early SCR, and appears to have been a key motivating interest in the USSR during the 1920s in British society. Ruth Fry’s background as a Quaker, and her involvement in the Relief for Russia’s Famine in 1921 probably led to her involvement. Playwright and theatre critic Ashley Dukes was also removed from politics, and most likely motivated by his interest in European culture. The Chairman Llewellyn-Davies, was an admirer of the USSR and enthusiast for the revolution, but was opposed to Soviet influence in the SCR.​[11]​
They were very active in the organization of the Society and the former two maintained contact with Ol’ga Kameneva.​[12]​ Very little is known about the background of Catherine Rabinovich, but of Varvara Polovtseva we know more,​[13]​ and Vengerova’s biography is well known.​[14]​ Polovtsev’s correspondence with Ol’ga Kameneva suggests that she was committed to furthering Soviet aims through cultural actions, but her background was distinctly intellectual and her residence abroad pre-dates the Bolshevik revolution. She was born into a Russian noble family and trained as a biologist but later, while studying at Bonn University, she became a specialist in Spinoza. From 1918 she was based in London and there she worked for Russian cooperative organisations, the Russian Red Cross,​[15]​ the British section of International Workers’ Aid, and VOKS. She seems to have been very instrumental in the founding of the Society. Its earliest address was 150 Southampton Row, which was Polovtsev’s office for the Russian Red Cross in London and served as a temporary address for the SCR until it secured its own premises in Tavistock Square late in 1924. Once VOKS was established in Moscow in 1925, Polovtsev was in contact with its director in Moscow, Ol'ga Kameneva, quite frequently.​[16]​ Kameneva states that she ‘inherited’ Polovtsev as a contact through Workers’ International Aid.​[17]​ Although a representative of the USSR in various organizations, the depth of Polovtsev’s political allegiance is uncertain. She does seem to have had particular interests in progressive social agendas: as well as economic co-operation, she seems to have been something of a specialist on the subjects of healthcare and children, which she shared with British fellow-travellers belonging to the SCR.​[18]​ Clearly she fulfilled the responsibilities she had taken on with respect to Kameneva and VOKS, but her involvement with the SCR was probably initiated through her friendships with co-operators May, Llewellyn-Davies and others.​[19]​ Her situation as a pro-Soviet émigré, and fellow traveller more than Bolshevik, seems indicative of the position of the SCR as pro-Soviet but not Party-led. 
The last Russian member of the committee was Zinaida Vengerova. She and her husband the poet Nikolai Minskii were well known literary figures who had belonged to Merezhkovskii’s circle, emigrated from Russia in 1914, and lived in London in the 1920s until they were expelled in 1927. They were pro-Soviet émigrés with a genuine interest in Russian cultural life before and after the Revolution. Minskii was a Vice-president of the SCR from the outset and Vengerova, an established critic who had written on Russian and English literature, took the lead in organizing events about Russian literature. New Scotland Yard files on the SCR reveal that the Secret service was particularly suspicious of Minskii and Vengerova,​[20]​ however, it does not seem likely that the pair were the most likely cause for concern among the Russians involved. Maiskii’s description of Minskii in London does not accord with Scotland Yard’s suspicion that this was a ‘notorious’ character:

The storm of 1917 completed deafened Minskii and he emigrated abroad together with his wife the literary critic Zinaida Afanas’evna Vengerova. And now in 1925 I bumped into him in the walls of the London embassy. Minskii was already 70 years old, but he was still very sprightly. A white head of hair, thick grey moustache and in the evening always a dress coat: from a distance he looked like Lloyd George, which he was immensely proud of. During his emigration he had clearly moved to the left and tried to become a ‘Soviet person’. He wasn’t entirely successful in this attempt, and sometimes I had to laugh, seeing him try, although I had no grounds for doubting his sincerity. In the Press department Minskii worked on translations of newspaper material from English into Russian and performed his work with great show and noise, as though this was the chief task of the press department. In general we were well disposed to Minskii, even tender, taking into consideration his age and his sincerity in striving to keep pace with the times.​[21]​

It is clear that the founding executive committee included members with varying degrees of commitment and proximity to the USSR, but the SCR’s level of cooperation with Moscow was considerable, since this was part of its purpose. It often acted as a point of contact for professionals seeking contact with their Soviet counterparts. It also provided information that it held in its library in response to many enquiries received from individuals and organizations.​[22]​ The dissemination of information was pursued actively, too, when SCR members tried to help VOKS by placing its articles in the British press. This was fraught with problems, however: VOKS supplied a great volume of articles that the SCR just could not place, and discussions at executive committee meetings express frustration that VOKS had unreasonable expectations of what could be achieved in this area. Another example of cooperation with Moscow was the organization of exchanges and visits, both of British nationals to the USSR and Soviets to Britain. This could take the form of help and introductions afforded to individuals, for example Maurice Dobb was recommended to Kameneva at VOKS in 1925 by Varvara Polovtsev,​[23]​ but also included significant and more official visits, for example the British delegation that attended the 1927 10th anniversary celebrations in Moscow.
The SCR’s financial records do not record any contribution from Moscow, suggesting that the cooperation was limited to exchange of services. However, the Society received considerable subscriptions from Soviet trading houses in London which were probably contributions from VOKS in disguise. David-Fox refers to Kameneva’s comment that the SCR received the largest subsidy of all the foreign societies.​[24]​ This financial help was probably quite short-lived, since in 1927 most of the firms whose subscriptions were a good source of income were expelled in the wake of the Arcos affair. In any case, help that was received was not enough: financial difficulties are one of the most consistent features of the history of the SCR, with the first appeals for funds being made in 1926.​[25]​ However, even while there was such cooperation with VOKS, and even some funding, the SCR apparently did not come under Soviet control. Llewellyn-Davies in particular insisted that Moscow refrain from interfering in the running of the organization and proved a formidable opponent to meddling.​[26]​ 
The Society's independence from Moscow is important, since it establishes that the organization was a reflection of British fellow travellers' activities and interests. The SCR consistently claimed not only that it was independent of Moscow, however, but also that it was non-political, implying that it was neutral in its attitude towards the USSR. This is not borne out by evidence. SCR publications and events put forward a representation of the USSR that was almost exclusively positive, and both British and Russian committee members were clearly sympathetic to the Soviet state. Through the 1920s and 1930s, key issues and events provoked controversy about the USSR, chief among them being the GULag and use of convict labour; collectivization; the Moscow Trials; the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 1939; and the Winter War of 1940. In each case, the SCR's attitudes towards the issue, as far as they were expressed, toed the Party line and avoided criticism of the USSR. During the time of the first five-year plan, for example, there was considerable debate about the use of forced labour in the USSR, and in 1931 the Duchess of Atholl published The Conscription of a People, which used Russian and British government documents and the testimonies of refugees to demonstrate that the Bolsheviks’ use of conscript labour in the timber industry, mining and railway construction amounted to a system of slavery. In the same year, the SCR’s exhibition of labour conditions in the USSR was held at the LSE, and the Duchess, speaking in the House of Commons, reported that she was ‘staggered’ by its assertion that there was no forced labour in the Soviet Union.​[27]​ While the SCR often avoided mention of political issues, since its remit was cultural relations, it was also the case that key SCR members’ support for the USSR could be seen as indicative of the Society’s position: in the 1930s D. N. Pritt was a prominent supporter of the Moscow Trials, for example.​[28]​ This support for the USSR means that the Society must be seen as part of the history of British Fellow Travelling.​[29]​
Many of the famous members of the SCR are well known as belonging to the circles of British fellow travellers and communists, such as George Bernard Shaw, the Webbs, the Coles, J. B. S. Haldane, J. D. Bernal, J. M. Keynes, H. G. Wells, and the Reverend Hewlett Johnson. While biographies of fellow-travellers and communists have been documented widely,​[30]​ and the history of the Communist Party of Great Britain has received much attention,​[31]​ there are gaps in our knowledge of the institutional organization of fellow travelling in Britain. In Communism and British intellectuals, Neal Wood concentrates on Party members and their organizations, but also discusses what he terms ‘front organizations’ in Britain,​[32]​ including, in the period up to 1945, the British section of Clarté, the Labour Research Department, The SCR, Workers’ International Relief, International Class War Prisoners Aid, Friends of the Soviet Union, the National Left Wing Movement, and organizations that were part of the Anti-War Movement and connected to the Spanish Civil War.​[33]​ He details features common to these organizations, such as their adherence to the Party Line and the dominant presence of well-known communist sympathisers on their executives, but does not look at any individually or in detail. He also identifies British science, and specifically certain liberal laboratories, as important locations where sympathy for communism were nurtured. In an overview of the history of British intellectuals and Soviet Russia, Northedge and Wells mention the SCR as ‘an agency which brought British writers and educations more into contact with the Soviet regime’ but do not describe how it functioned.​[34]​ They identify science and religion as two other intellectual sources of sympathy for the Soviet cause, and point to the Left Book Club as ‘the essential symbol of British support for the Soviet Union’.​[35]​ Neither study, however, describes the activities of these societies: they do not explore how they attempted to facilitate public engagement with Soviet Russia and to foster a sense of community for their members.
The most extensive description of British fellow travellers’ activities and opportunities is found in the details of the running of the Left Book Club, the largest fellow-travelling organization in its peak years 1936–39.​[36]​ John Lewis’s extensive account, in particular, describes the discussion groups, rallies, summer schools, competitions, tours, theatre productions, and activities around the Spanish Civil War effort that were organized by the Club and its branches.​[37]​  Other organizations, however, have not received much attention at all. The British-Soviet Friendship Society, formed when the Russia Today Society and the National Committee for British-Soviet Unity joined forces towards the end of the 1920s, had a huge membership in branches across Britain (for 1954 Watanabe gives the figure of about 12,000 individuals along with some 50,000 affiliated members), but its activities have not been documented and most records appear to have been lost.​[38]​ Other smaller fellow-travelling organizations such as Kino, a company showing Soviet films in the UK, or institutions such as the 1917 Club, which was established in Soho in honour of the Russian Revolution, have received similarly little attention.​[39]​ 
The history of the SCR belongs to this history of British Fellow Travelling and the reception of Soviet culture in Britain. While the SCR was never a mass membership organization like the Left Book Club, it grew in the late 1920s and 1930s in both membership and in the reach of its influence. At the height of its existence during the Second World War it had 4000 members, but it engaged with a wider public than this: its information service was dealing with an average of 150 enquiries a week, in total 7500 a year, it supplied information materials to organizations around the country, and organized exhibitions such as the ‘Hero Cities: Leningrad and Stalingrad’ which travelled to various galleries around the country in 1944; in the Whitechapel Art Gallery alone, it attracted 7250 visitors.​[40]​ The fact that many SCR members were prominent in British intellectual and professional circles added to power of its influence. The history of its events and activities reveals how the SCR was involved in the dissemination of information about Soviet Culture in Great Britain. By examining the evolution of the SCR’s activities it is possible to uncover the areas of Soviet culture that presented interest for members from the 1920s to the end of the war; the type and range of activities that were found to be of interest to members and the public; and also, to some extent, to reveal the significance of the organization for its membership. Altogether this history points to the importance of Soviet culture in Britain during this period, which, as Michael David-Fox has argued, had a wide-ranging, powerful appeal for many liberals:

Almost every Soviet sympathizer kept a key hope of concern especially close to his or her heart: from labor to cooperation to women’s emancipation, from sexual revolution to the national question, from the strong leader to the vanguard party. In the land of the militant godless even the Archbishop of Canterbury was a fellow-traveller. Ultimately the sheer breadth and diversity of this attraction, while tempered by many condemnations and negative reactions, is what made Soviet Communism one of the most potent and expansive touchstones of twentieth-century political and intellectual history.​[41]​


The Early Years: Members and Interests	
It is apparent that certain political and social interests were prominent among and dear to the founding and early members of the SCR. The prominence of women who had been involved in the feminist and suffragist movement suggests that the Soviet experiment held fascination for them as a country that was at least purporting to move towards creating equality for women. From the original executive committee both Margaret Llewellyn-Davies and V. N. Polovtsev were associated with feminists,​[42]​ and others concerned with women's rights were involved in the early years: the suffragist Edith Mansell-Moullin was vice-chairman and then chairman of the Executive Committee from 1930–6, for example, and Edith Despard and Lady Clare Annesley were guests of honour at the SCR garden fete in 1933. In general it is notable that a significant number of women were involved in the running of the Society. The vice-presidents were predominantly men, but were enlisted to lend gravitas and legitimacy to the organization and played little or no role in its running. On the executive committee, in the day-to-day running of the library and the organization and running of events, however, there were many women involved. Sheila Fitzpatrick's study of Australian tourists to the USSR in this period suggests that this situation might be part of a pattern. Fitzpatrick found that almost 40 percent of tourists to the Soviet Union at the time were women travelling independently, and suggested that the USSR held a particular attraction for them:

What these women liked about the Soviet Union was women's equality – and they liked it regardless of whether they were Communist Party members or fellow travellers... or feminist temperance activists or Christian socialists... [I]t was not delusory to come to the Soviet Union if women's equality was your interest: while Soviet practice was imperfect and Soviet claims often exaggerated, nevertheless the legislation on women's equality existed, the support network for urban mothers was innovative in principle, (however patchy in practice), and women were in the workforce in greater numbers than anywhere else at the time; in short, there was something worth studying for Australian feminists.​[43]​

In order to understand better the interests of its members, in late 1924 the SCR canvassed them about specialist subjects of interest with regard to Soviet Russia,​[44]​ and as a result sections were formed focussing on science, literature, education, art and music, and economics and social life. Each section had a secretary and organised its own meetings and events. Over time, the activity of these sections varied: some lapsed while others were created according to the current range of interests among active members, but the activity of sections remained fundamental to the SCR’s work throughout its existence. The sections were quite independent of the main organization of the Society, and counted as members prominent figures in the field in many cases.
Many SCR members were from the well-to-do classes, which meant that highly-placed, influential people became involved in its work. Some members, such as Ruth Fry and Margaret Llewellyn-Davies, belonged to a tradition of social activism that included Quakerism, pacifism, and Christian philanthropy. Others were associated with the privileged left-wing circles of Bloomsbury, for example the Woolfs, Bertrand Russell and E. M. Forster. There were Labour and left-wing peers such as Lord Marley and the Honourable Ivor Montagu, and the patron of socialist causes Frances, Countess of Warwick. Given the prominence of cultural figures and the Society’s emphasis on the arts, it is not surprising that there was a strong intellectual and romantic strain in the Society’s portrayal of Soviet Russia. There were performances of folk songs and dances that highlighted the cultural heritage that had been important for Russian modernism and was now seen as populist and authentically of the people. Zinaida Vengerova lectured on and led discussions of Russian literature including the nineteenth-century revolutionary tradition and post-revolutionary development. In 1925 there was a celebration of the Decembrist centenary: Raymond Beazley, Professor of History at Birmingham University, spoke on ‘general position of Russia as a great power in the world at the time of the Dekabrist rising, and an ‘able young Russian historian’ Isaak Zvavich,​[45]​ who was honorary secretary of the SCR Economics and Social Life Section, outlined the events of the uprising. At this evening there was also a reading of literature contemporary to the Decembrists introduced by Vengerova. The following year an exhibition of peasant handicrafts and books further contributed to the construction of an image of Russia as a romantic other, as did the work of Huntly Carter, who spoke to the Society in the 1920s as well.​[46]​ The enthusiasm for Russian culture that the SCR promulgated continued the enthusiastic reception of Russian culture in Britain that had begun in the late nineteenth century and which, crucially, tended to see revolution as the province of intellectuals.​[47]​
Perhaps the most activity and interest among members of the SCR in the early years was around the subject of co-operation: as mentioned above, founding executive committee members Margaret Llewellyn-Davies, Varvara Polovtsev, and Henry May were very much involved in the movement. Also prominent in the SCR in its first decade was Frank Wise, economic adviser to Tsentrosoiuz (the Soviet Central Union of Consumer Cooperatives) in London. The subject was explored by the Economics and Social Life section, which held meetings at which papers were given on trade, currency, and economic growth among other subjects, often organizing these at Cooperative Societies in and around London. Until 1927 the cooperative agency Arcos (the All-Russian Co-operative Society) was operating in London with a good number of employees, and the Section also strove to foster contact between Russian and English Co-operators. On February 5, 1926, for example, a large cooperative meeting was held at Essex Hall in conjunction with the Woolwich Cooperative Society and various Russian Cooperative Organisations. The Russians Mr Kissin of Tsentrosoiuz, and the Central Cooperative International Alliance, Mr Gavrilov of Moscow Narodnii Bank took part, together with Frank Wise.​[48]​ Beginning in November of the same year, a series of conferences for British and Russian Co-operators was organised.​[49]​ Two factors towards the end of the 1920s reduced the activity around co-operation: first, the Arcos raid in London in 1927, referred to in more detail below, and second, the move in Soviet economics towards a planned economy. Also very active in the 1920s was the Science Section. One major project that it undertook was to collect, translate and publish abstracts of scientific research being undertaken in the USSR. The progress was painfully slow and funding was a constant problem: when members decided not to accept funding from VOKS to help publish the collection it stalled for years.​[50]​
As well as the predominantly wealthy British membership, the SCR had, initially at least, a significant number of Russian members. In 1925 New Scotland Yard obtained a copy of the list of members and subscriptions from July that year. In an analysis for the Home Office the agency identified that twenty-five percent of SCR members belonged to Soviet organisations – mostly trade and cooperative organisations – in London.​[51]​ The Arcos affair dealt a great blow to the SCR's resources and membership, since almost all its Russian members were expelled, including the prominent and active members Polovtsev, Vengerova, Minskii and Zvavich.​[52]​ In the wake of the scandal, the committee debated whether or not it should continue, with the Russian honorary secretary Catherine Rabinovich arguing strongly that they should abandon the Society (perhaps fearing that she too would be expelled), but others believing it was more necessary than ever to keep it going, albeit as a largely English society.​[53]​ It was decided that the Society would have to become far more English, but that its continued existence was of great importance at a time when other channels of communication and information were blocked. After a strained two years, diplomatic relations were restored, and the exchange of ambassadors heralded a fruitful period of closer contact in the 1930s. 
During the severance of diplomatic relations and after the expulsion of Soviets, the SCR was largely cut off from VOKS. Stern has described how, with the resumption of relations there was a new VOKS representative in London, Ioelson of the Embassy Press Department. He attempted, on the instructions of the new VOKS chairman Petrov in Moscow, to influence the SCR's development and activities. Ioelson apparently succeeded, eventually, in ousting Rabinovich from her position, and hoped that with a new English secretary, Isobel Goddard, VOKS would be able to direct the SCR's activities to a large extent. Specifically, for example, Petrov wanted the SCR to 'start acting as a political tool for the Prompartiya trial campaign'.​[54]​ Ultimately, however, attempts at control proved rather futile: Ioelson's successor Ingulov eventually had to concede that the Society remained exclusively orientated towards culture, the membership was conservative, and the atmosphere in Britain anti-Soviet.

Planning, Tours, Social events: The early 1930s
In 1929, diplomatic relations were established between Britain and the USSR and ambassadors were exchanged. This coincided with the shift from the New Economic Policy to the Five Year Plans in the USSR, and with the Wall Street crash and the depression in the West: economic crisis at home encouraged many in the West to look to the USSR as an alternative model of development to capitalism. The SCR’s provision of information about the USSR was important in this context and, not surprisingly, its membership went up during this decade. The twentieth anniversary commemorative annual report for 1944 included a history that reflected on the year 1929 that:

[w]ith the resumption of diplomatic relations between Great Britain and the USSR the Society found itself in greater demand than ever. Together with its normal activities of meetings and supplying members with information, a steady stream of intending visitors to the USSR called at the office. The Press began to make more and more use of the Society’s information facilities, especially regarding the First Five-Year Plan. Various Soviet institutions, too, asked for regular information about British cultural life. Thus the Society was now established as a permanent link between British and Soviet educational, artistic and scientific bodies.​[55]​

Although in the early 1930s the membership was still not much above 1000, the Society continued to attract a disproportionate number of highly-placed figures as speakers and members:​[56]​ the ‘Red Dean’ Hewlett Johnson, the Webbs, and George Bernard Shaw are among the famous names associated with it at this point. Shaw opened an exhibition of Soviet photographs at the Camera Club in December 1930, Hewlett Johnson attended the garden fete in 1931,​[57]​ and Sidney Webb spoke on ‘What we learned in Russia’ in December 1932. The Society’s sections continued to promote the development of specialist knowledge about the USSR, and people who were highly-placed specialists in fields such as science, economics, literature, and medicine continued to lecture on the development of their special subjects in the USSR. The records of events detailed in annual reports show that in science, the influential evolutionary biologist Julian Huxley and science journalist J. G. Crowther were particularly active; the Cambridge economist Maurice Dobb lectured for the Society; D N Pritt provided expertise on law in the USSR, and would go on to become president of the Society in the 1940s; the children’s writer Mrs. Amabel Williams-Ellis, married to the architect Clough Williams-Ellis and sister to John Strachey, represented Britain at the first Congress of the Writers’ Union in 1934; and the film expert the Honorable Ivor Montagu served on the Executive Committee in the 1930s and helped to organize film events. Labour politicians were also involved with the Society, for example Lord Marley, a Labour peer and supporter of Birobidzhan, the national homeland for Soviet Jewry, and Ellen Wilkinson MP.
There is rarely information recorded about the number of people who attended the SCR’s regular lectures, but the range of subjects is known and was wide ranging:  in five months in 1933, for example, lectures covered ‘Law and Justice in the USSR’ (D. N. Pritt), ‘Town-planning in USSR’ (Lord Marley), ‘A scientific worker looks at Dialectical Materialism’ (Professor H Levy), ‘Ancient church architecture from the White Sea to the Caucasus’ (Mr David Roden Buxton), and ‘Maternity Care, Contraception and Abortion’ (Dr Edith Summerskill, MRCS, LRCP). The profile of lecturers was often impressive: distinguished lecturers including Harold Laski and R. H. Tawney spoke at events, and may have helped to draw a good audience. The Education Section, established by the end of the 1920s and chaired by Beatrice King, was extremely active.​[58]​ In 1932–3 this section had 140 members, was running a study circle, and was active in providing information to various institutions. It organized its own tour to the USSR and held a social event afterwards at which people gave reports. In the early 1930s economic planning was also widely discussed, and superseded the interest in cooperation that was prevalent in the preceding years. From the spectrum of interests covered and activities organized, it appears that in the 1930s the SCR was a ‘broad church’ whose members joined with a range of motivations and interests. 
The scope and profile of the SCR’s activities underlines how important the USSR was as a model of socialist development. In the early 1930s it became fashionable and popular to visit the USSR on organised tours that typically took in factories, cultural heritage, and state institutions for social welfare; the phenomenon of fellow travellers enthusing about Soviet development became common and has been much commented upon.​[59]​ While commentators such as Muggeridge understandably derided the naivety of travellers who extolled the virtues of showcased Soviet development and suggested that conditions in Britain could not measure up,​[60]​ the frequent comparisons made with Britain, and the focus on social issues such as education, maternity, women’s rights, science, and health reveal that many travellers saw the Soviet Union as a model for development at home.​[61]​ The SCR’s lectures were not the only forums promoting discussion of alternative paths of development of modern society; Richard Overy points out that the fascination with the Soviet experiment should be seen as part of a widespread interest in political extremes observed in Britain in that decade.​[62]​ He contends this should be understood ‘as an extension of the debates about the dead end of war, slump or demographic crisis into which civilization threatened to run by the 1930s’ and was prompted by concern that the parliamentary political system in Europe might not survive the decade. For Overy, the keen public interest in both Hitler’s Germany and the USSR was ‘a means of projecting anxieties about the prospects for British society and political institutions onto civil and political conflicts abroad.’ In this sense, the SCR’s promotion of intellectual engagement with Soviet Russia as a progressive society should be seen as belonging to a wider contemporary phenomenon.
The SCR facilitated interest and research into Soviet development through its organisation of specialist tours to the USSR, which began in 1931. It is not surprising that the initiative for the tours came from the Science Section: the debate about the role of science in society was already underway, with J. D. Bernal, among others, seeing the Soviet state’s sponsorship and integration of science as a model for future development in Britain.​[63]​ An announcement was issued in publications including the Lancet, British Medical Journal, Nature, and the Manchester Guardian advertising a ‘Visit of Scientists to Russia’.​[64]​ The trip was for sixteen days: three days in Leningrad, five days in Moscow, half day in Nizhnii Novgorod, and four days on the river down to Stalingrad. Meetings with Party members and guided excursions to scientific institutions were arranged. While most Soviet trips, run by Intourist and sometimes by VOKS, provided an itinerary of visits to Soviet welfare and social institutions, the SCR offered a more specialist experience. There were tours arranged not only for scientists, but also architects, doctors, economists and lawyers. Through VOKS, specialists could be put in touch with their Soviet counterparts.  Sometimes tours would be arranged to coincide with a major specialist event in the USSR, such as two spring 1934 tours: one took in the 4th International Rheumatism Conference in Moscow, the other the Leningrad Music Festival. The tours became an important source of revenue for the Society in the 1930s; when, in 1939, travel to the country became difficult, the tours had to stop and the flow of income dried up.
The tours also brought like-minded people together and were one way in which the SCR functioned as a social organization for its members. In the 1930s, SCR social events were also an important part of its activities. The kinds of events organised point to the Society’s well-to-do social position: distinguished guests such as the film-maker Sergei Eizenshtein, who visited in 1929, the Nobel Prize Laureate Mikhail Sholokhov in 1935, and the writer Il'ia Erenburg in 1936 were given receptions – respectively at an ‘At Home’ event, at the Royal Society of Arts, and the Suffolk Galleries in London. The Ambassador Maiskii and his wife supported the SCR with their attendance at such events, and by opening exhibitions such as the Exhibition of Soviet Art held in 1930. Another social event was the annual garden fete, often held in the extensive gardens of the residence of a member: in July 1932, it was held at Easton Lodge, the home of Frances, Countess of Warwick; and June 1935, in Mr and Mrs Reckitt’s garden at Wimbledon,​[65]​ where 300 people were present. As well as the ambassador and his wife, special guests included the veteran suffragette Mrs Despard, celebrating her 91st birthday, and the American singer and left-wing spokesman Paul Robeson. Another annual event was the ‘We-have-been-to-Russia’ Dinner, held at a restaurant in London. It could be attended by over 200 people. This event in particular seems to have propagated the sense of the SCR – and more broadly the community of intellectuals interested in the Soviet Union – as a club. In the mid-1930s one of the assistant librarians of the Society organised rambles in the countryside just outside London, and the regular Russian conversation classes held at the library provided another social forum. 
From 1931, the SCR spread to the provinces through the formation of regional branches. The regional branches were responsible for organising their own activities, and were fairly independent of the main London society. Due to the lack of archive resources, there is only patchy information available about them, but annual reports record that there were lectures, film showings, discussions and exhibitions in various cities.​[66]​ Exhibitions would sometimes be hosted by a regional branch after they had been shown in London, and lecturers would sometimes travel to talk to a branch outside London. In 1935–6, for example, after showing in London an exhibition of Soviet art travelled to galleries in Wakefield, Darlington, Dudley, and Burton. There were other ways in which regional members could benefit from Society membership as well: the library sent books out on loan by post, it was possible to telephone or write to the office to request information about the USSR, and members could subscribe to the publications that the SCR began to produce. There was also the opportunity to attend the annual SCR weekend school, held in the countryside outside London,​[67]​ which offered a programme of lectures over two days, as well as plenty of opportunities to socialise with other members. In 1938, the school had 70 resident participants, with a large number of visitors on the Sunday, and covered, among other subjects, ‘The Nationalities of the USSR under the New Constitution’, ‘Soviet Georgia’, ‘The Education of National Minorities’, and ‘Agriculture’. There were also two concerts: at the first, Miss Helen Perkin played Prokofiev and Miss Eileen Ralph, Miss Marie Dane, and Miss Kathleen Washbourne played Kabalevskii, Khachaturian, and Tchaikovskii; on the Sunday afternoon, ‘Mr Paul Robeson came down with Mrs Robeson and ‘little Paul’, and to our great delight sang negro and Russian songs’. There was also a showing of the Soviet film ‘Harvest Festival’. 

1930s and 1940s: Publications 
Through its lectures, tours, and weekend schools, and the provision of the library, the Society provided its members with information about the USSR and a network of people with shared interests. Since the organization’s primary aim was to disseminate information about the USSR, however, it was concerned to find ways of reaching beyond its membership, to a wider audience. Some events such as concerts and film screenings attracted many non-members, but as early as the 1920s there were plans to produce a regular publication of news about Soviet culture. In 1926 the Science Section planned the bulletin of translated abstracts of the work of Soviet scientists, but the chief obstacle to the project was funding, and it was not realized for many years. When the tours and larger membership increased income in the 1930s, the question of an SCR publication was raised again. 
There were one-off publications on the subject of the USSR in the early 1930s, for example The Broad Highway of Soviet Education, based upon notes of a tour embracing Leningrad, Moscow, Kharkov, Kiev,​[68]​ was based on an SCR trip. Its genre – the account of a trip to the USSR, echoed many of the Society’s talks. The earliest attempt at producing a regular journal was the monthly publication Soviet Culture that appeared January–May 1934.​[69]​ Like others to come after, it aimed to highlight news of Soviet development and included articles, reviews of books published in Britain about the USSR, letters, and notes about the SCR’s events. Subjects covered over the five issues produced include: cartoons in the USSR, science and dialectical materialism, the Stratostat mission, the Soviet and the Arctic, theatre, education, Birobidzhan, collective farming, Soviet exploration, and the development of new waterways. Material for the journal (and for subsequent SCR publications as well) was taken from some Russian-language periodicals, but also from the English-language VOKS Bulletin (there were also French and German versions), sent by VOKS to the SCR. The bulletins available to organizations other than the SCR as well, so the Society’s own publication needed its own material. 
This journal did not survive long: it ceased production already in May of the first year, probably due to the excessive workload its production entailed. In 1937 the Anglo-Soviet Journal was launched: this was also published monthly at first, and lasted only a few months, but was then re-launched in 1940 as a quarterly publication and ran until 1992. Initially the journal selected a theme for each issue, but comments from readers led them to conclude that it was preferable to include articles on a range of topics in each issue. The first issue of the Journal opened with an editorial by the President of the SCR, Charles Trevelyan (1870–1958, a Liberal and Fabian who worked closely with the Webbs, Coles and others) in which he lauded the recent achievements of the USSR and identified the role of the journal as to draw attention to these successes that the capitalist press neglected to report:

Three great circumstances are turning the tide of interest towards Russia. First there is the success of the Five-Year Plans... The second phenomenon of the last eighteen months in their society of hope and growing abundance is the Stakhanov movement which now pervades the industries of Russia... Thirdly, there is the New Constitution of the USSR, that great document which embodies the realised claims of Russian society to economic ownership and political liberty. While Western Europe has been moving towards suppression of democracy and strengthening of class divisions, Russia strides on to the world stage equipped with a new and complete democracy of her own and a classless society which controls its own economic existence. No conspiracy for concealment in our capitalist press can for long hide these gigantic achievements.​[70]​

The accusation that the capitalist press was concealing these achievements was, of course, mirrored by the frequent accusation made against the Society that it was concealing the USSR’s shortcomings. It is a reminder that, even in the interwar period, the political divisions that became so pronounced during the Cold War were already well established.
With the re-launch of the Journal in 1940, there was a renewed commitment to ‘make available material which at present is contained only in periodicals published only in the U.S.S.R. in Russian’ and a promise that the journal would cover ‘every aspect of Soviet cultural life... including sciences, medicine and social questions; industry and agriculture; economics and administration; literature, art, music and the drama; physical culture and sport’.​[71]​ An editorial in the TLS reviewed the first edition of the quarterly journal. It weighed up the Society’s ‘laudable purpose’ of collecting and diffusing information in both countries, and acknowledged that, while contributors ‘generally contrive in passing to salute the high and humanist endeavours of M. Stalin or M. Molotov or the Academy of Sciences’, the main subject of the journal is developments in a particular field, in the case of the first issue, of agriculture. At the same time, however, the article raised a problem with the journal as being the anonymity of many of the contributors, and questioned how much influence was wielded by Russian and English members of the editorial board, implying that the publication was subject to excessive Soviet influence. It finished with provocative questions about the extent to which information could be circulated in the USSR. The reference to the Winter War makes clear that the SCR’s mission was seen in the light of the international political situation:

 What one would like to know is the sort of information from English sources it would be permissible to diffuse in the U.S.S.R.? Would the Society or its Journal promote the circulation in Russia to-day of an informatory article on the philosophical tenets of democracy or an objective article on Russian aggression in Finland? Or do cultural relations between the peoples of the British Commonwealth and the U.S.S.R. consist of one-way traffic so to speak?​[72]​

These questions could not be answered satisfactorily by the SCR, since of course the cultural relations were largely one-way traffic. The review is an example of how the SCR attracted criticism because of its pro-Soviet bias, and was also found guilty by association with the USSR and its shortcomings.

External perceptions, the Nazi-Soviet Pact, and the War
In the mid to late 1930s, show trials, rumours of terror, and totalitarianism in the USSR were a cause for concern for many liberals, and in 1939 the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact added significantly to this concern. Contrary to what one might expect, however, the Society’s membership did not suffer during these years: numbers remained buoyant at about 1300, with only 41 resignations in 1939, but 153 new members. The reason for this is perhaps connected with the fact that support for the USSR during this period was closely intertwined with hopes for peace: with the struggle in the Spanish Civil War, the fear of fascism, and the opposition to war with Germany. The Left Book Club, an organization not as close to the USSR as the SCR, provides evidence of this. The Club published material about the USSR in the late 1930s that was generally very pro-Soviet, partly because it was sympathetic to Soviet socialist policies, but also, with war on the horizon, because of Gollancz’s concern that publishing anything critical of the USSR might damage support for what he saw as the only hope for peace. In a letter to H. N. Brailsford in December 1937, he expressed concern about publishing Brailsford’s Why Capitalism Means War (August 1938): 

I see the strength of the Soviet Union and an ever-increased support for it as the only hope of world peace... Rightly or wrongly, I believe that your last chapter will seriously weaken support for the Soviet Union in this very matter of peace and war. I feel that the Soviet Union is in a war situation: that in that situation it is not only justified but impelled to take every possible measure that can prevent the faintest chance of disloyalty or disruption within: and that therefore in this period the dictatorship of the proletariat through the Communist Party must be not only maintained but increased.​[73]​  

Although Brailsford’s book was published, in the following years leading up to the USSR’s entry into the war, the Left Book Club maintained a very pro-Soviet position with books such as Comrades and Citizens (November 1938), Soviet Policy and Its Critics (February 1939) and The Socialist Sixth of the World (December 1939). Clearly there was an appetite for information about the USSR in Britain during this period, as there had been throughout the 1930s; SCR activities were important in meeting this need. The Society's lecturers continued to reach out to an audience wider than that of the membership: in 1938–9, speakers were supplied to schools, a teachers’ study circle, Oxford University Education Society, Whitelands Training College and others, and branches of the international friendship league, the Left Book Club, the League of Nations Union, the British Medical Association, the London Co-Operative Society, and the NUT.​[74]​ 
At the end of the 1930s and especially after 1941, international politics re-cast the SCR in a more favourable light. Across the 1920s and 1930s, the SCR grew into one of the most significant repositories of information about the USSR in Britain, but its pro-Soviet position was always contentious. Groups including White Russians, conservatives, and a wide range of intellectuals frequently criticised the Society in the press and engaged its members in public debate over the ‘truth’ about the USSR.​[75]​ When the USSR became Britain’s ally in the Second World War, however, Soviet culture became a matter of interest to a much broader section of the British public and the SCR's information was suddenly in demand as never before. The public mood was pro-Soviet: both Gollancz and Faber and Faber refused to publish Orwell’s Animal Farm at this time, while the SCR’s position acquired the legitimacy that it had previously lacked. There was immediately a marked uptake of interest in events: an exhibition of Soviet Life held at the Suffolk Galleries in September 1941, just 3 months after the USSR joined the war, was attended by 12000 people. 
The Society capitalized on the chance to expand its cultural activities; it was not the only organization that saw the alliance with the Soviets as an opportunity, however: the government was very concerned that the Communist Party would try to exploit the situation, and quickly developed policies to head off the threat:

Broadly speaking, the Ministry [of Information]'s policy bore two principal aspects: first, praise of the Russian ally with as little mention of communism as possible, and second, sabotage of the British communists’ publicity for Russia. It was hoped that such a policy would simultaneously fulfil the government’s wish to appear as Russia’s stout ally and deny the communists any reflected glory from the Soviet war effort, thus circumventing the seductive appeal of communism to the British people.​[76]​

As well as the Communist Party, organizations seen as too communist were squeezed out of the picture of support for and cooperation with Russia. The SCR was 'recognized' and left alone:

Organizations were classified according to their degree of acceptability to the Ministry. Thus at the top of the ladder, enjoying active Ministry co-operation, came the British Council and the Anglo-Soviet Public Relations Committee; the TUC, the British Association and the Royal Society were given ad-hoc co-operation; the Society for Cultural Relations with the USSR was recognised but received no co-operation; ‘prudent discretion’ was exercised in dealing with the International Council of Students and the International Youth Council; and at the bottom of the list, receiving no co-operation whatsoever, were the Women’s Parliament, the Anglo-Soviet Friendship Committee, the Russia Today Society, the Joint Committee for Soviet Aid, the national Council for British-Soviet Unity, and the Women’s Anglo-Soviet Committee.​[77]​

Even though the Ministry of Information did not give its co-operation to the SCR, the Society was recognized and thus gained further legitimacy: this perhaps was not surprising, since it housed the knowledge and expertise on the subject of the USSR that was necessary to government departments, the BBC, as well as many other organizations. Relations with outside organizations reached a level not hitherto not achieved: the number of organizations requesting SCR lecturers to address their members increased dramatically, as did the number of institutions borrowing exhibitions on aspects of Soviet culture. The Society found itself being consulted by the Admiralty, the War Office, the Foreign Office, the Ministries of Food, Education and Supply, and the American Embassy. By 1944, it had 4000 members, 33 regional branches,​[78]​ as well as staff branches at the BBC and London County Council. The library held over 4000 volumes and boasted 800 readers a year, and the information service was dealing with an average of 150 enquiries a week.

With this unprecedented activity came significant and high-profile developments in the Society. In 1941 an Exhibition Department was established to deal with the many requests for exhibitions and displays on aspects of Soviet culture. Some exhibitions were supplied by VOKS, others developed by sections, and these were supplied to a wide-range of organizations, significantly increasing the SCR’s ability to disseminate information about the USSR. The Education Section increased its reach and influence by expanding its network of contacts: by 1944 there were on its committee representatives from the Association of Headmistresses, the Assistant Mistresses Association, the Association of Teachers in Colleges, the Department for Education, the Central Council for Health Education, the Incorporated Association of Assistant Masters, the National Union of Teachers, the New Education Fellowship, and the Society for Education in Art. The Society gained opportunities to collaborate with publishers: in 1941–2 a set of geographical pictures entitled ‘USSR: A Pictorial Survey’ put together by G. D. B. Gray of the Education Section was published by A & C Black, and a ‘Book List on the USSR’ was produced for the National Book Council. In a major expansion of its activities, 1944 saw the creation of two new sections to meet the demand for cultural relations with Soviet counterparts: the Writers’ Group and the Theatre Group brought a fresh wave of prominent members of the cultural elite to the SCR.​[79]​ In its first year, the Writers' Group issued three bulletins: a general survey of contemporary Soviet works, ‘My work as a writer’ by Alexei Tolstoi, and papers on problems of translation by professor Morozov and Boris Pasternak. It held a discussion on ‘The British Attitude to literature’ and sent a transcript to VOKS, with an introduction by J B Priestley. The theatre group was also active, sponsoring an exhibition of Soviet theatrical art to be held in Dorland Hall early 1946. In February 1945 the Architecture and Planning Group was established, developing an area of expertise that would be particularly important in the era of post-war construction.​[80]​ 

Conclusion 
Before and during the Second World War the SCR was one of the prominent sources of information about Soviet culture and development in the UK. Though never a mass membership organization, it was a key resource for those who wanted to hear about the positive developments and achievements of the socialist state, especially in the fields of education, science and planning. With a high number of prominent cultural figures in Britain as members, it achieved a profile higher than its size would suggest. Influential figures such as Maurice Dobb in economics, Beatrice King in education, J. D. Bernal, J. G. Crowther and J. B. S. Haldane in science were instrumental in bringing the theory and practice of Soviet communism to bear on debates in their fields in Britain: their membership of the Society was one way in which they promoted the USSR, but their prominence also helped the promotion of the Society. Soviet culture and development was made available to the British public through lectures and meetings, publications and bulletins, auditions of symphonic recordings, showings of Soviet films, and exhibitions that brought to Britain Soviet life, from peasant handicrafts to posters on hygiene and politics. These events and accounts of Soviet culture helped shape the picture of the USSR in Britain, both by acting as a conduit for VOKS materials and by selecting and presenting events and articles to the public. Its membership was for the most part inclined to see the USSR in a positive light: the range and number of such people grew through the 1930s and especially during the wartime alliance and hence the Society’s membership, reach and influence did as well. 
The history of the Society intersects with the history and biographies of fellow travellers and communists. The SCR's concerns are a reflection of the concerns of intellectual British liberals and fellow travellers: unlike the distinctly anti-intellectual CPGB, the non-Party SCR offered an unapologetically intellectual institution for the study and celebration of Soviet culture. Its history needs to be understood in the context of the many special interest clubs of the 1920s and 1930s devoted to experiments in alternative political systems and paths of societal development, the future of Europe, and the problem of fascism. The Society’s intellectual and elite membership underlines the extent to which, during the interwar years, the British intellectual elite were drawn to the USSR. Although it was still rather outré, Soviet culture was sufficiently fashionable that famous people who were politically far from the CPGB felt able to be associated with the Society. 
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